Blunted cortisol awakening response in men with first episode psychosis: relationship to parental bonding.
Early life adversity has been associated with an increased risk for the development of mental health problems, including psychotic disorders, perhaps mediated by a changed regulation of the Hypothalamic Pituitary Adrenal (HPA) axis. Aim of the present study was to confirm our previous finding of an attenuated cortisol awakening response (CAR) in men with first episode psychosis (FEP) and to explore a possible link between a blunted CAR and early adversity as indicated by perceived parental bonding. Fifty-eight patients (38 men, 20 women; mean age 23.25±3.86) with a FEP and 33 healthy community controls (16 men, 17 women; mean age 22.91±3.64) participated in the study. Saliva samples for assessment of the CAR were collected immediately, 30 and 60min after awakening. Complete cortisol samples were available in a reduced sample of 56 patients (37 men) and 30 controls (13 men). Parental bonding during the first 16 years of life was assessed retrospectively with the Parental Bonding Inventory. Results showed a significantly blunted CAR in male compared to female patients, confirming our previously reported findings. We also found a lower CAR in the total FEP group compared to controls, which failed to reach significance after controlling for time of awakening. A significantly lower percentage of patients than controls reported optimal maternal parenting. Within the patient group, significantly fewer male than female patients reported optimal maternal and paternal parenting. Only in patients, unfavorable paternal parenting was related to a blunted CAR. Dysregulation of the HPA axis in male patients might be a consequence of non-optimal parenting and contribute to the less favorable course of psychosis in men compared to women.